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Abstract 
Since the 1980s, Outcome-Based Learning (OBL) has been gaining popularity around the world. In 2006, the University Grants 
Committee (UGC) of Hong Kong decided that all higher education institutions in Hong Kong should adopt OBL formally stage 
by stage to enhance learning and teaching quality. As OBL is new to most Hong Kong higher education institutions, there is an 
urgent need for a close study of the design and implementation of OBL in the Hong Kong context. This paper reports on a case 
study of designing and implementing OBL in a linguistics course in the Hong Kong Institute of Education (HKIEd). 
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1. Introduction 
Outcome Based Learning (OBL), which is rapidly gaining attention worldwide, is most well known as a 
systematic approach to curriculum reform in the school sector in countries such as the United States, Australia, and 
South Africa. In higher education, its most significant application has been in universities in the European Union as 
part of the Bologna Process designed to create a barrier free European Higher Education Area (Kennedy, 2009). 
Because of the increasing interest in student learning outcomes in recent years, the University Grants Committee 
(UGC) of Hong Kong decided to promote the adaptation of outcome-based approaches among its funded institutions 
to judge whether the processes and deployment of resources are effective in enabling students to achieve the 
intended student learning outcomes (Hong Kong University Grants Committee, 2008). Clear understanding and 
articulation of intended learning outcomes facilitates the design of an effective curriculum and appropriate 
assessments to measure achievement, and to plan the learning process for individual students (City University of 
Hong Kong, 2010). 
Since 2007, the Hong Kong Institute of Education (HKIEd) has embarked on a journey to review its approaches 
to teaching and learning by implementing outcome-based learning (OBL) initiatives. Moreover, the development of 
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OBL has become a key element in HKIEd’s development of a new undergraduate curriculum for 2009/12 (Kennedy, 
2009). The main concern behind such development is what we want our students to know, be able to do and to value 
as the teachers of Hong Kong’s future generations. 
2.  Outcome-Based Learning Theory and Practice 
  The promotion of OBL stresses student learning. For example, Spady (1994, p.1) talks about “focusing and 
organizing everything in an educational system around what is essential for all students to be able to do successfully 
at the end of their learning experiences” and Driscoll & Wood (2007) point out that outcomes-based education is an 
educational process that nurtures continuous attention to student learning and promotes institutional accountability 
based on student learning. To them, outcomes-based education is an educational model in which curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment are all focused on student learning outcomes. Similarly, Kullas (1994) holds that 
Outcome-Based Education (OBE) is a process that focuses on what is to be learned – the outcome. Outcomes are 
demonstrations of learning – they are the things that learners can do as a result of their learning. The process 
involves “sticking” with the student until he or she learns the outcome.  
Outcomes are “not the score, label, grade, or percentage that someone attaches to the demonstration, but the 
substance and actions of the demonstration itself” (Spady, 1998, p.25). Williams (cited in Tavner, 2005) defines the 
characteristics of outcomes: they should be achievable and assessable; instruction should make a difference; they 
should be transparent and fair; they should indicate where learners have not achieved; and reflect the result of 
learning, not process. Meanwhile, Spady is very clear that outcomes should state what students can do when they 
exit the system. To Spady (1998), outcomes describe significant learning, not trivial learning. Learning is not 
significant unless the outcomes reflect the complexities of real life and give prominence to the life-roles that learners 
will face after they have finished their formal education. 
From the above, we understand that one of the key components of OBL is outcomes. Learning outcomes are 
stated expectations of what someone will have learned, which inform curriculum, teaching and assessment. They are 
designed to promote more effective learning at all levels (Driscoll & Wood, 2007). In fact, OBL is a “designing 
down” approach (Spady, 1994) to curriculum development, which means that, once the long-term significant 
outcomes have been defined, they become the starting point for curriculum design (Killen, 2009). In this way, the 
outcomes define the curriculum, which means the learning outcomes have become the guiding principles in 
curriculum design. In a word, the curriculum design starts with what learners are expected to learn, followed by the 
design of teaching and learning activities that will assist learners to achieve the intended learning outcomes, and 
ends with the use of assessment that can provide feedback about the level of learning that has been achieved.  
3. Designing and Implementing OBL in a Linguistic Course: a Case Study 
3.1 Background: The Outcome-based Learning (OBL) Project 
At the Hong Kong Institute of Education, the English Department has been carrying out an Outcome-based 
Learning Project from September 2008 to June 2011 aimed at implementing OBL in the Bachelor of Education 
(English Language) programme. It is conducted by the OBL Project Team which consists of five members from the 
Department, a project consultant, Prof. Tony Liddicoat from the University of South Australia, and a full-time 
research assistant. 
The Outcome-based Learning Project has the following objectives: 
z Help the Institute to work out a set of Generic Outcomes for all HKIEd students studying the Bachelor of 
Education (Hons.) Programme; 
z Draft a set of programme level outcomes for the BEd (English Language) Programme based on literature 
review and surveys; 
z Carry out 2-3 case studies, building OBL into the teaching of 2-3 selected courses; 
z Evaluate the effectiveness of the pilot study. 
This paper focuses on one of the case studies: designing and implementing Outcome-Based Learning in a 
linguistic course “Introduction to Language Studies” in the English Department at the Hong Kong Institute of 
Education.  
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3.2 The Bachelor of Education (English Language) Programme Learning Outcomes 
Prior to the design of the course intended learning outcomes of the pilot course, the identification of the 
Programme Learning Outcomes (POs) of the Bachelor of Education (English Language) programme was undertaken. 
This is based on the “designing back’ principle suggested by Spady, which means designing the curriculum from the 
point at which we want students to end up (Spady, 1994). The Programme Outcomes represent the knowledge, skills 
and values graduates should possess as a result of undertaking the programme, i.e., what the student is expected to 
be able to do at the end of the programme. Therefore, POs provide the basis for a coherent set of student experiences. 
These outcomes must be consistent with the Institute’s generic outcomes (GOs), which are the desired attributes of 
graduates across all programmes offered by the Institute. Once the programme outcomes were defined, they were 
mapped onto the Generic Outcomes. Through the mapping between POs and GOs, we have established a connection 
between programme outcomes and the generic outcomes to ensure the generic outcomes have all been properly 
addressed by the programme outcomes. At the same time, courses can be written to embody learning activities that 
help students move towards the attainment of the programme outcomes. Once courses are written, the programme 
outcomes can be reviewed, and, where necessary, revised. This kind of iterative curriculum development process is 
important to ensure that the programme outcomes have captured the main ideas of the discipline and these ideas are 
reflected in the courses. Due to limited space, details of the GOs and POs are not given here, but will be available in 
another article to be published by the author. 
 
3.3 Designing the Course Intended Learning Outcomes (CILOs) 
In the past, our courses were described according to the content to be covered. The focus was on what the teacher 
would do, while learning goals were expressed in terms of the content the teacher would present to the students. The 
OBL approach, which is a learner-centered model, places students at the heart of the educational process. One of the 
key features of this model is that courses are described in terms of what it is that the students should be able to do on 
exit. The statements that describe this are called ‘intended learning outcomes.’ 
When drafting the course intended learning outcomes, we need to keep in mind that ‘intended learning outcomes’ 
clarify what the student should be able to perform after completing a course (Biggs & Tang, 2009), which 
emphasize that what the student has to learn is more important than what the teacher has to teach. When designing 
the Course Intended Learning Outcomes (CILOs), it is crucial to (1) decide what kind of knowledge is to be 
involved, and (2) select the topics to teach and decide the level of understanding desirable for students to achieve 
and how it is to be displayed (Biggs & Tang, 2009, p.89). In other words, the CILOs determine the teaching and 
assessment strategies and consequently need to be designed with a view to the kind of knowledge and the level of 
understanding intended. Baume (2005) points out that the ILOs must have the following characteristics: 
 
z Attractive – students want to achieve them 
z Comprehensible – students know the meaning  
z Attainable – students can learn to achieve them 
z Coherent – they clearly fit into their programme  
 
Before piloting the course using the OBL approach, the author reviewed the old course outline and converted it 
into OBL format using an OBL course outline template provided by the Institute (HKIEd). Apart from the Course 
Intended Learning Outcomes (CILOs), the Course Intended Language Learning Outcomes (CILLOs) were also 
designed to reflect the language learning objectives that existed in the old course outline. Table 1 shows how the old 
course objectives were converted into CILOs of the pilot course ‘Introduction to Language Studies’: 
Having designed the CILOs/CILLOs, the next task was to check if the Programme Outcomes (POs) and the 
CILOs/CILLOs were aligned. When aligning CILOs/CILLOs with the POs, it was ensured that the CILOs/CILLOs 
address the POs properly (PO-SK1, PO-SK3 and PO-GC3 in Table 1 refer to different Programme Outcomes). It is 
not necessary for one individual course to address all the POs, but it is important that all the courses offered in the 
programme collectively address all the POs. In this way, after students have completed all the courses successfully, 
they should have achieved all the POs as well. Once the alignment between the POs and CILOs/CILLOs was 
confirmed, the next step was to align CILOs/CILLOs with (a) the teaching/learning activities (TLAs) and (b) the 
assessment tasks (TAs), which are the critical tasks for the design of a constructively aligned curriculum. 
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Table 1. Comparing Course Objectives with CILOs/CILLOs 
 
Traditional course outline OBL course outline 
Course Objectives Course Intended Learning Outcomes (CILOs) 
To enable students to: Upon successful completion of the course, students 
will be able to: 
1. demonstrate an understanding of the sub-domains of 
linguistics, enquiry, furnishing an initial 
morphology and semantics, discourse, 
sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics;  
CILO1. analyse and articulate the nature, structures 
and functions of English language as a rich and 
complex system; (PO-SK1) 
2. demonstrate an understanding of issues in each sub-
domain pertinent to education, in particular, to the 
teaching and learning of language;  
CILO2. apply principles of language to the specifics 
of the English language system; (PO-SK1) 
3. demonstrate an ability to analyze and discuss core 
aspects of language, linguistics and communication;  
CILO3. demonstrate a clear understanding of the 
roles and value of different varieties of English and 
their uses; (PO-GC3). 
Language Objectives: 
 
Course Intended Language Learning Outcomes 
(CILLOs) 
1. develop competence in academic reading skills.  CILLO1. demonstrate high level of English 
academic literacy in speaking, writing and online 
contexts; (PO-SK3) 
(Remarks: Generic Skills are overlooked in the 
objectives ) 
CILLO2. work collaboratively in an effective way to 
develop English academic literacy and subject 
knowledge. (PO-SK3) 
(Communication Skill & Social Interaction Skill)  
 
3.4 Design of Teaching and Learning Activities to align with the Course Intended Learning Outcomes 
If we are to devise and implement effective teaching and learning activities (TLAs), we need to meet certain 
criteria, such as: (1) Does the task build on previous relevant knowledge? (2) Does it require the learner to be 
relevantly active? (3) Does it allow for the learner to be reflective as learning progresses? (Biggs & Tang, 2009) If 
the task falls short on any of these criteria, it should be redesigned. Whatever the TLA, it should pave the way for 
students’ achievement in lifelong learning by encouraging their awareness of their own knowledge construction, 
largely by placing them in situations that require them to self-monitor and self-direct their own learning. 
After finalizing the course ‘Intended Learning Outcomes’, it is crucial that the TLAs are designed in a way to 
help the students to achieve these outcomes. For example, if one of the learning outcomes of a course is 
collaborative learning, it is necessary to design activities such as group projects and group oral presentations. 
Likewise, if another learning outcome is to demonstrate high level of academic literacy, then it is crucial to ask 
students to carry out online and offline academic reading, write literature reviews, and carry out other activities 
related to academic writing, such as studying referencing rules.  
 
3.5 Design of Assessment Strategies to align with the Course Intended Learning Outcomes 
Other than the TLAs, the assessing strategies (AS) must also be revisited and if necessary revised so that they are 
aligned with the learning outcomes. In the past, when lecturers took the objective-oriented approach, it was often 
found that some of the learning objectives were not addressed by any of the assessment tasks. When taking the OBL 
approach, we need to ensure that all the learning outcomes have been addressed by the assessment tasks to some 
extent. Without doing so, it will be highly problematic to show whether students have achieved certain learning 
outcomes by the end of a course. Therefore, we need to select assessment tasks that will tell us whether and how 
well each student can demonstrate the course intended learning outcomes. 
Table 2 shows a comparison between the assessment tasks listed in the old course outline and in the new OBL 
course outline. The limited assessment tasks (two) in the old course outline failed to totally reflect the key 
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knowledge and skills the students would obtain in the course, while in the OBL course outline, the number of 
assessment tasks has increased to four, which can help to assess all the CILOs/CILLOs properly. 
 
Table 2. Comparison of assessment tasks in the old course outline and in the new OBL course outline 
 
Old course outline New OBL course outline 
Assessment Tasks Assessment Tasks 
Two Assessment Tasks: 
1. An individual written essay (1000 words) on a 
module related topic (60% of the total grade).  
2. A group task in which each group member would 
contribute (1000 words) to a chapter of a student-
authored academic book based on the topics 
introduced in the module. Peer editing among group 
members will be required and members in the same 
group will receive the same group grade (40% of 
the total grade). 
Four Assessment Tasks: 
1. An individual written essay (1000 words) on a 
module related topic. (40%) : CILO 1, 2, 3; & CILLO1 
2. A group task in which each group member would 
contribute (1000 words) to a chapter of a student-
authored book based on the topics introduced in the 
module. Peer editing among group members will be 
required and members in the same group will 
receive the same group grade. (40%) CILO 1, 2, 3; & 
CILLO1 
3. A 15-minute group presentation of the framework 
of the chapter that each group will write. Members 
in the same group will receive the same group 
grade. (10%) CILO 1, 2, 3, & CILLO1 & CILLO2 
4. 10 short online weekly quizzes during the module. 
(10%) CILO 1, 2 & 3 
 
The above change of assessment task was based on Killen’s suggested principles (Killen 2007) for OBE system: 
Assessment must be aligned with the outcomes that are being assessed, focusing on the knowledge and skills that 
are most important for learners to learn. It should be comprehensive, and tell educators and individual learners 
something they do not already know. The assessment procedures should be reliable and fair. Also, assessment tasks 
should provide adequate opportunities for learners to express their individuality. 
Having designed or revised the assessment tasks, it is important to come up with a set of criteria which address 
the CILOs directly. It is also important that all the CILOs are addressed somewhere by the criteria designed for 
different assessment tasks. In the past, there was only one rubric of marking criteria for the two assessment tasks, 
which was a set of generic criteria for marking any written essay for any course offered in the English major 
programmes. After adopting the OBL approach, three different sets of rubrics of assessment criteria for Task 1 to 
Task 3 were developed based on the following principles: 
z The Assessment Criteria should map with the CILOs.  
z The criteria should be articulated in a transparent way.  
z The criteria need to be observable and easy to be measured with evidence.  
z The criteria should demonstrate what our expectations on the students are.  
The newly developed task-specific criteria have ensured that CILOs are assessed and evaluated in a proper 
manner. 
 
3.6 Piloting, Evaluating and Reflection of the Course 
In Fall 2009, the author piloted OBL in the course “Introduction to Language Studies” with reference to the 
newly designed OBL course outline which had been reviewed and revised several times based on the advice from 
the Institute OBL external consultants from Alverno College and the Department OBL Project consultant, Prof Tony 
Liddicoat. At the beginning of the course, the author explained the course outline to the students thoroughly, 
emphasizing the CILOs of the course. As Williams (Cited in Tavner, 2005) points out that outcomes should be 
essential to all learners, and should be transparent and fair, the author reminded the students of the CILOs repeatedly 
throughout the delivery of the course. When assigning assessment tasks to students, the author again emphasized the 
alignment between the assessment tasks and the CILOs. 
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In order to find out whether the CILOs, TLAs and ATs were properly aligned with each other, and whether the 
teaching of the course was effective, the author carried out mid-course and end-of-course evaluation on OBL. Also, 
self-reflection was carried out for further improvement of the course. Schon (Cited in Killen, 2007, p.96) suggests 
two approaches to reflection: ‘reflection-on-action’ and ‘reflection-in-action’. The former approach is the typical 
self-evaluative thinking that teachers engage in after most lessons. It is a deliberate attempt to understand past events 
in order to shape future action. While the latter occurs “on the run”, teachers simultaneously teach and analyze what 
they are doing, why they are doing it and how the learners are reacting. The author, being a reflective teacher, 
adopted the two approaches in reflection. He followed a cycle of monitoring, evaluating and revising his practice 
continuously and this could be evidenced by his revising the assessment tasks again after piloting the course 
“Introduction to Language Studies”.  
Students enrolled in the course “Introduction to Language Studies” were divided into three groups and there were 
33 students in the group the author taught. They were asked to fill in the mid-course evaluation form in the middle 
of the course. Figure 1 shows the mean scores of all the five items, which are quite high on a 1-5 scale. This 
indicates positive feedback from the students. Indeed, almost all of them agreed or strongly agreed that: the CILOs 
are clear (Item 1); the teaching & learning activities help them to achieve the learning outcomes (Item 2); the 
assessment tasks are relevant to the learning outcomes (Item 3); and the assessment criteria of the activities are clear 
enough (Item 4). Item 5 (I feel confident about achieving the intended learning outcomes at the end of the course) 
has the lowest mean score of 3.52 among the five (which is still quite high), indicating that students were slightly 
uncertain about whether they could achieve the intended learning outcomes at the end of the course. Considering 
they were only half way through the course, such doubts are understandable and might change later in the course.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Mean scores of the items of Mid-course Evaluation 
 
32 students in the same group filled in the End-of-course survey form at the end of the course. Figure 2 shows the 
mean scores of all the 17 items, which are quite high on a 1-6 scale. This indicates that the students enjoyed the pilot 
course. Indeed, 100% of them agreed that the enjoyment of this course, relative to other courses, is greater. (Q. 17). 
100% of them also agreed that the stated learning outcomes are clear and understandable (Q.3 with a mean of 5.00, 
the 2nd highest). This conforms to the result of the Mid-course Evaluation, in which the Standard Deviation of the 
same question (Q.1) was the smallest (0.467), showing that the views of the students were consistent.  
 
 
Wang Lixun1 / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 12 (2011) 9–18 15
( )
Figure 2. Mean scores of the items of the End-of-course Evaluation 
 
To implement OBL successfully, Towers (1996) suggests that what the student is to learn must be clearly 
identified and the above results show the pilot course had achieved this aim, as 100% of the students agreed that 
lectures, group work and other learning activities have a clear relationship to course assessment (Q.9  - with a mean 
of 5.00); and there is a clear relationship between the teaching and learning activities and the stated course outcomes 
(Q.8 - with a mean of 4.78). This proves that there was constructive alignment in the pilot course and its teaching 
was effective as there was maximum consistency throughout the system. On the whole, all components in the 
system addressed the same agenda and support each other (Biggs & Tang, 2009). 
In the survey, all students agreed that the outcomes of the course have a valuable relationship to their degree 
programme (Q.1 - with a mean of 4.97) and they also expressed the view that the stated learning outcomes of the 
course have a valuable relationship to their future practice as a teacher (Q.2 - with a mean of 4.75). This shows that 
the design of the CILOs of the pilot course was consistent with two of the principles of designing curriculum, i.e. 
clarity of focus and design down (Spady & Marshall, 1991). Clarity of focus means that all activities (teaching, 
assessment, etc) are geared towards what we want students to demonstrate while design down means designing the 
curriculum from the point at which we want students to end up (Brandt, 1992). This proves that the pilot course had 
a clear focus that all activities were geared to what we wanted students to demonstrate at the end of the learning 
experience and it was also designed from the “exit outcomes” -  those outcomes that occur at the close of a student’s 
undergraduate academic career (Spady & Marshall, 1991). 
Killen (2007) and Griffin (1997) both point out that assessment standards, tasks, procedures, and uses should be 
fair to all students and should be valid and appropriate representations of the standards students are expected to 
achieve. In the survey, 100% of students thought that course methods of evaluating student work were fair and 
appropriate (Q.11 - with a mean of 4.66) and this is consistent with what Killen and Griffin suggest.  
From the results of the two course evaluation surveys, we can see that on the whole students’ feedback towards 
OBA is positive in the pilot course. Still, the author felt that other than the evaluation surveys, there was a need to 
carry out self-reflection in order to further improve the quality of the course. 
Through self-reflection, the author noticed that one of the learning outcomes – collaboration skills – was not 
addressed fully by the assessment tasks, and as a result, some students did not put enough effort into this area. 
During the pilot study, the author asked students to write online comments on other classmates’ draft Wikibook 
chapters, and attend all the oral presentations on different chapters given by different groups, and give comments 
where appropriate. These learning activities were designed to promote collaboration and peer support. However, as 
students were not assessed when carrying out these activities, many decided not to fully participate. In order to solve 
this problem, when the course was offered again in fall 2010, the author introduced one more assessment task:  
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z Collaborative work: reading and commenting on all groups’ Wikibook chapters; participating in all seminar 
activities. (10%) CILO 1, 2, 3; & CILLO2.  
Although the task only accounts for 10% of the total grade, students’ attitude changed completely and they all 
benefited greatly from commenting on each other’s draft chapters, and attending each other’s oral presentations. 
Further course evaluation results show that the newly introduced assessment task was welcomed by the students. 
4. OBL Implementation: New Challenges to Teachers and Learners 
4.1 Challenges to Teachers 
In the process of OBL implementation, we certainly face many challenges. First, educators are very familiar with 
content-based curriculum design which starts with identifying the content that the students have to study or learn 
because that content is considered to be important. However, there is a significant difference between outcomes-
based education and content-based education. OBE does not deny the importance of content, but OBE does require 
content to be used as a vehicle for helping students to achieve pre-specified outcomes – so the selection of content 
follows the selection of outcomes (Killen, 2007). Therefore, using outcomes to guide instructional planning is a very 
challenging task. 
Second, well written outcome statements are not easy to design. It is because when writing outcome statements 
with action verbs, we have to force ourselves to think about the ways in which learners could possibly demonstrate 
their learning, and these must indicate the complexity of the learning that we are expecting. Also, we need to 
remember that outcomes must be clear and sensible. It is also true that developing an outcome-based system requires 
making tough decisions about learning outcomes that truly matter, and those outcomes must be distinguished clearly 
from the information that students have been exposed to superficially in the past (Fitzpatrick, 1994).  
Third, in order to incorporate the principle of expanded opportunity, one of four basic principles of OBE (Spady, 
1994), into the curriculum design, educators need to be well prepared and pay considerable attention to structuring 
learning experiences to help learners achieve the outcomes, using varieties of instructional methods to help learners 
learn effectively, providing opportunities for students to practice and building a positive learning environment. 
Teachers need to be flexible in the way they present information to learners, give them diverse opportunities to learn, 
and be flexible in their approaches to assessment. Sometimes, the educators may find it difficult to provide such 
expanded opportunities for learners given the limited resources and limited time. 
Fourth, capacity building that focuses on individual and organizational development is also challenging for the 
teachers (Fitzpatrick, 1994). This is because supporting the development of technical skills required to implement an 
outcome-based instructional system must be addressed by providing ongoing professional development programs 
for all who are responsible for instruction. The OBL Unit of HKIEd plays an important role in this aspect by 
organizing staff development seminars or workshops on OBL. 
Fifth, focusing education on significant outcomes is a “big picture” approach to outcomes and OBE places 
considerable responsibility on curriculum designers. To begin with, it requires that someone determines what things 
are “essential for all students to be able to do” which is often a contentious issue. It also requires that these things be 
expressed in terms that will enable teachers to use them to guide their planning and instructional practices, which is 
not always an easy task (Biggs & Tang, 2009). 
Sixth, while particular teaching/learning activities (TLAs) need to be aligned with the target verbs in the ILOs 
they are to facilitate, there are also general criteria all TLAs should meet, whatever verbs they employ. To Biggs & 
Tang (2009), good teaching was defined as ‘getting most students to use the level of cognitive processes needed to 
achieve the intended outcomes that the more academic students use spontaneously’ (p.11). Traditional teaching 
methods – lecture, tutorial, and private study – do not in themselves require students to use these high-level 
cognitive processes. The challenge for teaching, then, is to select teaching activities that will encourage teachers to 
achieve the ILOs (Biggs & Tang, 2009).  
Last but not the least, there are the ‘backwash’ effects of assessment on learning (Biggs & Tang, 2009, p.169), 
meaning we teachers might see the intended learning outcomes as the central pillar in an aligned teaching system, 
but our students see in a different way since students would like to learn what they think will be tested on in a course. 
This is backwash, a term coined by Lewis Elton (1987, p.92) to refer to the effects assessment has on student 
learning, to the extent that the modes of assessment may determine what and how students learn to a far greater 
extent than the curriculum. To the teacher, summative assessment is at the end of the teaching-learning sequence of 
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events, but to the student it appears to be at the beginning. If the intended outcomes are reflected in the assessment, 
the teaching activities of the teacher and the learning activities of the student are both directed towards the same 
goal. In preparing for the assessments, students will be learning the intended outcomes. At a superficial level this 
sounds easy; however, assessment is traditionally treated as a necessary evil. In aligned teaching, by contrast, the 
assessment reinforces learning. Indeed, assessment is the senior partner in learning and teaching. If we get it wrong, 
the rest will collapse. In brief, in OBL it is more appropriate to require outcome-related evidence of validity – that is, 
evidence that we are drawing valid inferences about the achievement of outcomes, rather than about the learning of 
content (Killen, 2007). 
These challenges in establishing an outcome-based instructional system require a tremendous investment of time 
and energy by all who have a stake in the success of the OBL implementation. The return on that investment can 
yield significant dividends in terms of student learning and tremendous opportunities usually accompanying the 
great challenges. We can make a real difference in student learning by leading our Institute through the changes 
required  to create genuine outcome-based systems for teaching and learning. 
 
4.2 Challenges to Learners 
OBE does require teachers to approach assessment differently from the way it is approached in a content-based 
curriculum that uses mainly norm-referenced assessment with emphasis placed on aligning assessment with the 
outcomes that the students should have achieved. Referring to the traditional course outline of the pilot course, two 
summative assessment tasks were designed. However, in the OBL course outline, formative assessment tasks were 
also included, and the number of assessment tasks increased from two to four. Some students responded that they 
were somewhat over burdened with multiple assessment tasks which took a great deal of time to complete. However, 
in the group presentation task, the author could provide diagnostic feedback to learners spontaneously and for online 
quizzes, these were programmed to provide formative feedback that enables learners to understand what they need 
to do in order to achieve the desired outcomes. 
OBL emphasizes creating a quality learning environment so that students could achieve the intended learning 
outcomes. Students are expected to engage in meaningful learning in a supportive environment which focuses on 
interactions and relationships between and among learners and teacher. Positive classroom environments motivate 
learners and create conditions in which learners can achieve their full potential. Students are also expected to 
achieve the significant learning outcomes to appropriately high standards, and this refers to high expectations, which 
is one of the basic principles of OBE (Spady, 1994). In this case, teachers will set challenging tasks for learners, try 
to build on learners’ strengths, abilities and interests, and establish relationships that convey interests in the learners 
and their learning (Ayers, Sawyer & Dinham, 2004). The most important point here is that all learners should be 
engaged in challenging tasks that encourage them to achieve to the best of their ability (Killen, 2007). Without this 
challenge, learners are likely to take a surface approach to learning and be concerned with little more than 
memorizing information that they think they might have to reproduce in the examination. Moreover, learners are 
expected to be involved in a learning environment which fosters participation, collaboration and success. When 
compared to the traditional learning environment, learners now have to take risks and try harder to master 
challenging academic work than before (Killen, 2007). 
However, helping learners to achieve high standards is linked very closely with the idea that students require 
repeatedly experienced success i.e. that successful learning facilitates more successful learning. When students 
experienced success, it reinforces their learning, builds their confidence and encourages them to accept further 
learning challenges. Spady (1994) believes that all students can learn and succeed, but not all at the same time or in 
the same way, and success would breed more success. In other words, students can achieve high standards if they 
are given appropriate learning opportunities and if they: have a good understanding of the learning outcomes; learn 
from teacher’s formative feedback and from peers through collaborative learning; participate actively in learning 
activities inside and outside classroom; and follow the assessment criteria carefully when completing the assessment 
tasks. 
5. Conclusion 
OBL is gaining increased standing in many parts of the world, especially in the case of Hong Kong. What attracts 
the educators and the education policy makers is that OBL helps learners to focus on clearly defined learning 
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outcomes, and they know what exactly they are able to do after completing a course. This makes learning more 
student-centered. For teachers, instead of focusing on what they want to teach, now they need to think from the 
learners’ perspectives and focus on how they can help the learners to achieve the intended learning outcomes in an 
effective and efficient manner. To implement OBL successfully, it is essential to first come up with a set of generic 
outcomes at the institute level, and then develop a set of programme learning outcomes which map onto the generic 
outcomes in a precise manner. At course level, it is important to design attractive, comprehensible, attainable, and 
coherent course intended learning outcomes based on the programme learning outcomes, and ensure that the 
teaching and assessing strategies are closely aligned with these course intended learning outcomes. Feedback from 
students and teachers’ self-reflection are important for further adjustment and improvement of the whole practice. 
These are all crucial steps for us to implement OBL successfully.  
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